William Faulkner

(1897-1962)

oknapatawpha
County, Mississippi,

is surely the hardest of
American literary place-
names to pronounce.
Still, it is wise to learn
how (yik'na-pa-td'fa).
for it is famous as the
imagined world of
William Faulkner, the
scene of his most
celebrated novels and
stories. Imaginary
Yoknapatawpha is similar
in many ways to the ac-
twal impoverished farm-
land, with its red-clay
hills, that rings Oxford, Mississippi, home of
the state's main university. It was there that
William's father, Murry Falkner (William added
the u to the family name), ran a livery stable
and later became the university's business man-
ager. William Faulkner lived and wrote there
throughout most of his life.

The South Provides a Theme

Faulkner was a mediocre student and quit high
school in the tenth grade. but he read widely
and wrote poetry. At the outbreak of World
War I, the U.S. Army rejected him because

he failed to meet its height and weight require-
ments. However. he enlisted in the Royal Air
Force of Canada and trained for flight duty,
only to see the war end before he was com-
missioned. Returning to Oxford after the war,
he took some courses at the university and did
poorly in English. With neither profession nor
skill and a marked distaste for regular employ-
ment, he seemed a moody and puzzling young
man to his neighbors.

Faulkner took several short-lived jobs,

among them that of postmaster for the univer-
sity. Resigning from that job, he wrote, I will
be damned if | propose to be at the beck and
call of every itinerant scoundrel who has two
€ents to invest in a postage stamp.”

In 1924, Faulkner left Oxford for New
Orleans, where he met Sherwood Anderson,
who had attracted much attention with the
publication of Winesburg, Ohio (1919), his study
of small-town life. Impressed and encouraged
by Anderson, Faulkner tried his hand at fiction
In five months he completed a first novel,
Soldier’s Pay, a self-conscious story about the
lost generation. Thereafter, Faulkner wrote
with a tireless energy.

Within the next three years, Faulkner found
his great theme: the American South as a
microcosm for the universal themes of time,
the passions of the human heart, and the de-
struction of the wilderness. Faulkner saw the
South as a nation unto itself, with a strong
sense of its noble past and an array of myths
by which it clung to its pride, despite the
humiliating defeat of the Civil War and the
enforced acceptance of the distasteful values
of an industrial North. Faulkner started to
explore these themes in Sartorss (the first story
set in mythical Yoknapatawpha) and The Sound
and the Fury, two novels published within
months of each other in 1929. The Sound and
the Fury was a milestone in American litera-
ture, owing to Faulkner’s bold manipulation of
point of view and its stream-of-consciousness
narrative technique.

In the decade that followed, Faulkner pro-
duced a succession of dazzling books: As | Lay
Dying (1930). Sanctuary (1931), Light in August
(1932), Absalom, Absalom! (1936)—considered
by many readers to be his finest work—

The Unvanquished (1938), and The Hamlet
(1940). These works reveal Faulkner as
equally skillful in the tragic or comic mode.
He portrayed the South accurately, percep-
tively, and with a poignant ambivalence—on
the one hand affectionate, on the other
critical. He once said of the South, “Well, |
love it and | hate it."



Faulkner’s Fictional Families

Faulkner described his South through fictional
families who often reappear from novel to
novel. They resemble trees, attining grandeur.
casting much shade, and then growing old and
dry. crumbling as the seedlings of social change
grow up around their fallen limbs and stumps.

There are the aristocratic Sartorises, who
resemble Faulkner's own ancestors. Colonel
John Sartoris, for example, was patterned after
Faulkner’s great-grandfather, who rose from
rural poverty to command the Second Missis-
sippi Regiment. built a railroad, wrote a best-
selling novel, and was murdered on the street.

There are also the Compsons. who incor-
porate some characteristics of the author’s
immediate family. They form the cencerpiece
of The Sound and the Fury, which records the
decline of a once great clan, and with it the
passing of a tradiuonally southern world.

As I Lay Dying tells of the poor white
Bundren family and its efforts to bring the
body of its matriarch, Addie, back to the town
of Jefferson for burial. The novel reveals these
humble people as more enduring than their
social betters. Light in August concerns other
southern families and explores the problem of
racism through the character of the protago-
nist, Joe Christmas. Although he appears
white, Joe’s racial heritage is mixed. His failure
to find a place in either white or black society
leads to his murder.

Finally, there is Faulkner's unforgettable
portrayal of the Snopeses—a sprawling clan
of irresponsible, depraved, socially ambitious
varmints who rise from the dust and cheat
their way to respectability and wealth, destroy-
ing the old values of aristocracy and peasantry
alike.

Faulkner often forces the reader to piece
together events from a seemingly random and
fragmentary series of impressions experienced
by a variety of narrators. Faulkner's style often
strains conventional syntax; he might pile up
clause upon clause in an effort to capture the
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complexity of thoughe. In The Sound and the
Fury, for example, he entrusts part of the
narrative to the chaotic inteltigence of Benjy Q
Compson. But the efforts of patient readers
are richly repaid, as they discover in book
after book a mythical universe in which the
moral dilemmas are the perennial mysteries
of human existence.
“The Dream of Perfection”
By the time he received the Nobel Prize in
liceracure, in 1950, Faulkner’s best work was !
behind him. After his richly productive period !
(1929-1942), he wrote many more stories
and novels, including Intruder in the Dust (1948), |
Requiem for a Nun {1951), A Fable (1954),
The Town (1957), The Mansion (1959), and
The Reivers (1962). These works displayed his
virtuosity and willingness to experiment, but
his powers were clearly diminished. - ‘
Faulkner's writing surely diverged from that
of his realist contemporaries—notably Ernest
Hemingway, whom he put at the bottom of his
own list of the best American contemporary
writers. | said we were all failures. All of us
had failed to match the dream of perfection. 4
... | rated Hemingway last because he stayed \~)
within what he knew. He did it fine, but he
didn’t try for the impossible.”
Faulkner had this to say about the qualities
of a novel: “The only mistake with any novel is
if it fails to create pleasure. That it is not true is
irrelevant: a novel is to be enjoyed. A book that
fails to create enjoyment is not a good one.”
Debate will always rage about the position
of figures in our literary pantheon, but critics
are now unanimous in their opinion that
Faulkner is one of the greatest of all American
novelists. There is certainly no argument over
William Faulkner’s preeminence among south-
ern writers. As Flannery O'Connor once put it,
“The presence alone of Faulkner in our midst
makes a great difference in what the writer can
and cannot permit himself to do. Nobody
wants his mule and wagon stalled on the same
track the Dixie Limited is roaring down."”




Nobel Prize Acceptance Speech, 1950

feel that this award was not made to me as

a man, but to my work—a life’s work in
the agony and sweat of the human spirit, not
for glory and least of all for profit, but to cre-
ate out of the materials of the human spirit
something which did not exist before. So this
award is only mine in trust. It will not be dif-
ficult to find a dedication for the money part
of it commensurate with the purpose and
significance of its origin. But I would like to
do the same with the acclaim too, by using
this moment as a pinnacle from which I
might be listened to by the young men and
women already dedicated to the same an-
guish and travail, among whom is already
that one who will someday stand here where
I am standing.

Our tragedy today is a general and univer-
sal physical fear so long sustained by now that
we can even bear it. There are no longer prob-
lems of the spirit. There is only the question:
When will I be blown up? Because of this, the
young man or woman writing today has for-
gotten the problems of the human heart in
conflict with itself which alone can make
good writing because only that is worth writ-
ing about, worth the agony and the sweat.

He must learn them again. He must teach
himself that the basest of all things is to be
afraid; and, teaching himself that, forget it
forever, leaving no room in his workshop for
anything but the old verities and truths of the
heart, the old universal truths lacking which
any story is ephemeral and doomed—love
and honor and pity and pride and compas-
sion and sacrifice. Until he does so, he labors
under a curse. He writes not of love but of
lust, of defeats in which nobody loses any-

thing of value, of victories without hope and,

worst of all, without pity or compassion. His -

griefs grieve on no universal bones, leaving
no scars. He writes not of the heart but of the
glands.

Until he relearns these things, he will write
as though he stood among and watched the
end of man. [ decline to accept the end of
man. It is easy enough to say that man is im-
mortal simply because he will endure: that
when the last dingdong of doom has clanged
and faded from the last worthless rock hang-
ing tideless in the last red and dying evening,
that even then there will still be one more
sound: that of his puny inexhaustible voice,
still talking. I refuse to accept this. [ believe
that man will not merely endure: he will pre-
vail. He 1s immortal, not because he alone
among creatures has an inexhaustble voice,
but because he has a soul, a spirit capable of
compassion and sacrifice and endurance.

The poet’s, the writer’s, duty is to write about
these things. It is his privilege to help man
endure by lifting his heart, by reminding him
of the courage and honor and hope and pride
and compassion and pity and sacrifice which
have been the glory of his past. The poet’s
voice need not merely be the record of man,
it can be one of the props, the pillars to help
him endure and prevail.
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